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Summary: 'Roam if you must, but come home when you've 
seen enough. ' 


*Chapter 1*: Salt 


A/N: Only posting due to 1) a recent interaction with 
another user, 2) someone placing an, uh, inquiry about my 
well-being on my other thingy, and I've no other way to 
respond. Still kicking unfortunately. Sorry. 


Don't even waste your time. 


He had always endured persecution for his status as a 
mama's boy. 


So, when they drifted past Mercury lighthouse, wreathed in 
seething darkness, he said nothing. 


Instead, he conducted a stately retreat below deck to bawl 
his fucking eyes out. 


Stowed away in his bunk, descending in utter silence on a 
dumbwaiter into his own private hell, he could freely 
appreciate the full extent of his self-absorption. To him, his 
mother was indestructible. She simply was, and with her 
quasi-eternal youth, he never even planned on burying her. 
Bittersweet halcyon vacuity clamped its hands so firmly over 
his eyes that he forgot his mother wasn't forever, and now 
he faced the possibility of her being gone. Forever. 


The next time he graced the others with his presence 
followed Karis' quiet Summon to button up and prepare to 
move. After all, and as much as Rief disagreed, there were 
matters more important than Mia and his forsaken home. 


Imil gripped the back of his neck, seized his ear and urged 
him round as their brittle-boned menagerie struggled north 


to an abstraction marked upon a crude map. It had been 
well over a year since he departed with Kraden in effort to 
escape winter's persistent, freezing embrace. Now, he no 
longer understood why he left in the first place. The 
somnolent little anathema left him strung up by the wrists. 


If he wished it, he could heed the call. He might have been a 
touch oblivious, and loquacious at all the wrong times, but 
he did not bear the faintest scintilla of hubris. Nothing 
barred him from objectively measuring his use to the quest. 
Matthew blatantly favored Amiti in regards to combat. 
Nearly every member of the group had some grasp on 
healing psynergy. Rief eternally found himself out of place; a 
wounding discovery regardless of clinical appraisal. 


But, if he wallowed through the snow and into Imil, he could 
never look his mother in the eye. Not without remedying his 
egregious error. She raised him better than that. 


So, he assisted in the retrieval of the umbra gear, trudged 
back through the biting wind, and sailed away under the 
ashen sun. 


Tucked away in his bunk once more, he achieved a new, 
world-weary respect for their parents. They gallivanted all 
over the world without indubitably knowing whether or not 
they were doing the correct thing. At least he had certainty. 
Certainty that he clutched close to the chest, like his heart 
may not beat without it. 


Intrusive flashes of black sky and blood-spat pavement 
continuously interrupted his brooding. Guilt was a lawless, 
pervasive beast jammed beneath his skin like a second 
skeleton. A spider waiting on the ceiling, festering thorn 
beneath the nail. Bleak acceptance when blades opened his 


flesh. Bile in the throat refusing to let him eat in peace. Lead 
in the chest if he dared smile. 


The others never broached the topic of Imil, though their 
unease was palpable, and their false cheer grated his 
nerves. Not even Matthew, who had learned of his own 
father's tenuous situation while in Yamata, had anything 
helpful to say. Kraden was the only one to issue a direct 
inquiry. Rief fired off a mechanical response from behind the 
page of a book he'd been staring at for the past six hours. 
How pathetic, he scorned, that he was too much a coward to 
advertise his distress. 


"And what shall we do?" he later wondered before the whole 
of resurrected Belinsk, scrounging for the imprimatur of 
adult wisdom. 


Kraden, whom they managed to age a fair number of years 
with their misbehaving, leveled an alarmingly strong stare 
over the rim of his glasses. "Whatever you decide." 


Rief gazed back in throttled panic. That was the point. He 
didn't want to decide. He didn't want to go home to Mia. 
Didn't want to search for his sister. He couldn't bear the 
thought of never finding them. 


Against his better judgment, he fantasized about escape. 
Living out the rest of his life as a vagabond. Did it truly 
matter what path he selected if they all inevitably 
concluded with him being forced to face himself? For now, 
he forewent the parable and headed straight home. 


Wanderlust percolated his and Nowell's minds at a young 
age, fueled and fanned by innumerable midnight stories of 
Mia's own travels. To them, Imil was a confinement, a 
fraction of what they deserved to experience. Because they 
didn't shoulder the burdens Mia did in her youth, they were 


provided ample time to ponder. Pondering waxed to 
resentment. Resentment manifested in many unauthorized 
expeditions to the lighthouse and beyond. Together, they 
would clamber to the aerie and peer wistfully beyond their 
empire of snow, Knowing with their own eyes that there was 
more than this. 


They were thirteen going on fourteen the first time Kraden 
tottered into town, and were immediately bewitched by his 
travel-battered complexion, his books, his boundless wealth 
of knowledge. Enamored by every word, they spent the 
entire week fastened to his sides, listening with enough 
intent to successfully convince themselves that they were 
somewhere else for a while. 


Spawn of the Great Healer or not, they grew up with the 
expected allotment of small town gossip. Mia never said 
anything herself, but Rief learned relatively young that in 
addition to Mia His Mother, there was Mia The Person to 
navigate. He saw how precariously she balanced on the 
pedestal of perfection the villagers left her stranded on. He 
understood that her predilection for apanthropy was a farce, 
and what damage his and Nowell's absence might incur. The 
way she sometimes hovered outside their doors at night, 
reassuring herself of their breath. How she always, always 
insisted on kissing them goodbye, even if they didn't plan 
on being apart for long. 


It was enough to make even Nowell give pause, until the day 
that Mia, perceptive and indulgent parent that she was, 
informed them that she had asked Kraden if he'd be willing 
to invest in disciples. Though he did not know it at the time, 
that decision propelled Rief's life into a diamond-sharp 
divide of Before and After, and he would forever struggle to 
reconcile the two. 


He remained hopelessly awake the entire night before they 
were meant to leave. Between packing and a frenetic study 
race born entirely of competitive sibling insanity, he had 
denied until that moment how much he would miss his 
home, and most of all, his mother. 


Even though he was made to look like a hermit beside his 
winsome, socially competent twin, he still managed to send 
people running with a proclivity to drone about whatever 
peculiarity caught his attention that day. Mia, though 
perpetually busy, always made time to listen to him run his 
mouth. Her patient, attentive presence soothed his hurts 
and never failed to make him feel more important than air. 
He did his best to reciprocate in whatever ways a child 
could; whether that be achieved through sanctum chores, 
or, on the rare occasion her cheek was salty when they bid 
each other goodnight, later crawling into her bed under the 
pretense of a nightmare to offer her company. 


Ascent into puberty afforded him years of practice 
renouncing their relationship, and that relationship curdled 
as a result of his antics. Always endeavoring to outrun 
ridicule and internalized shame with callow sourness, the 
thing he resented the most was the penalization of the bond 
between mother and son. She was the only parent he had 
ever known. He would do anything for her. But she didn't 
know that. 


So, foolishly fearing a good ribbing from Nowell, Rief 
remained aloof and composed, though his heavy eyes stung 
as he hugged Mia goodbye. For all her magnanimity and 
sweetness, Mia was emotionally reclusive, and donned her 
usual barely-there smile. But, as Rief allowed her only the 
briefest of hugs, he heard her swallow loud, like she was 
choked. 


With the lighthouse looming over like an omen, he and his 
sister vanished like ghosts across the barren wilderness. 


Sheets of free-falling snow smothered the world. The wind 
wept for clemency. Rief spent the entire journey home 
practicing how to say goodbye, but his heart still dove for 
cover in his stomach when the scent of smoke permeated 
the frozen air. His fear-addled brain replayed a scene of 
driving wind and ice scouring Mia's soft skin away, leaving 
the bones to scatter. 


Moody, washed out Imil greeted them in its customary hush. 
Everyone was burrowed away for the evening. Frosted 
windows glowed with fire, crooked chimneys hurled black 
smoke heavenward, the sled dogs neglected to serenade 
their return with poetic discordance. Acknowledging the 
village's relatively good condition didn't herald the relief he 
had anticipated. For the first time, Rief entertained the 
notion that his home was, in fact, contained inside of a 
living, breathing person. 


He had long forgotten Kraden at his side when he sighted a 
willowy figure pacing the freshly renovated cemetery. 
Delicate fingers skimmed the top of an all too familiar grave, 
but never quite made contact, as if the cold stone didn't 
want to touch her. Rief bolted, unshackled. 


She whirled just in time to catch him in her arms. He was 
nearly as tall as her now, and they stumbled several steps, 
arms cinched so tightly around each other that they didn't 
dare breathe. A warm, familiar hand found its way to the 
back of his head. His glasses were knocked askew and 
jabbing into all the wrong spots, but he clutched her closer 
still. Mia took a breath, savored it like it was the first she'd 
been allowed in months. 


This time, they both cried. 


